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resources: the Village Leader’s committee that 
communicates with the government; the women’s 
association; a committee for supporting the youth  
and promoting youth issues; a religious organisation 
concerned with social development, and a forest and 
land committee. In cases of conflict, these committees 
cooperate with each other to reach mutually 
acceptable decisions. But despite their knowledge, 
experience and organisation, the inhabitants of  
Myay Latt have, in recent times, found it increasingly 
difficult to maintain their livelihood practices. 
Traditional forestry management and the customary 
forest tenure of indigenous people are not recognised 
in Myanmar’s policies and laws. 
The Myanmar constitution enacted in 2008 considers 
that the state is the ultimate owner of all lands and  
of the natural resources above and below the ground, 
as well as above and below the water and in the 
atmosphere. At the same time, the government’s forest 
Master Plan indicates that forests would constitute 
30% of the country’s land area and that the protected 
area would be around 10%. The Farm Land Law 
(2012) and the Vacant Fallow Land Law (2012) have 
also severely restricted the rights of indigenous people. 
In 2016, the government’s Community Forest 
Instructions specified complex bureaucratic 
procedures for applying for forest management 
support, and this has further weakened the capacity 
The village of Myay Latt is found in the Minbu District of western Myanmar, not far from the 
villages of Nyaung Pin Kone, Sat Si, Bone Baw, Gote 
Gyi and Sar Pauk. On all sides of the village there is  
a forest reserve managed by the national government, 
where villagers collect the forest products they need. 
There is also a community forest area and a common 
church forest area. In the past, shifting cultivation  
was the main mode of production. However, with the 
disruption caused by the coming of the Min Bu–Arn 
road in 1993, villagers began to farm individual 
orchards, and today coffee, oranges, tea and bananas 
are among the most important sources of income and 
livelihoods. For many years, the village lacked schools 
and educational services and many young people  
still travel two to three miles to other villages for  
their primary and secondary education. As a result, 
many in the village lack formal education and are ill 
informed about their rights as indigenous people.  
This lack of knowledge restricts their ability to  
interact with the authorities and gain access  
to decision-making processes.
The indigenous population continues to follow 
traditional governance mechanisms and the oldest 
person in the village is the Village Leader. The 
inhabitants of the seven clans who live in the village 
are either animists or Christians. There are five 
organisations that manage the natural and human 
The Promotion of Indigenous Nature Together (POINT) is  
a local non-profit organisation and a member of the Asian 
Indigenous Peoples Pact (AIPP). To deal with the problems 
caused by the progressive loss of indigenous knowledge, 
POINT decided to study the traditional forest management 
practices of the indigenous people living in Myay Latt.  
This is a village in western Myanmar where, despite their 
knowledge, experience and organisation, villagers have 
found it difficult to maintain their livelihood practices. The 
information from the study was meant to help Myay Latt  
and other communities strengthen their traditional forestry 
practices, stimulate the conservation and management  
of natural resources, and lobby for indigenous rights in  
laws and policies.
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the traditional forest management practices of those 
indigenous people living in Myay Latt. This 
information could then be used to help other local 
communities strengthen their traditional forestry 
practices, stimulate the conservation and management 
of natural resources, and lobby for indigenous rights in 
laws and policies. POINT’s study would also provide 
documentary evidence to show policy makers and 
government officials – who were unaware of the 
indigenous and traditional forest management 
practices of the Asho-Chin people – how indigenous 
communities were successfully managing their forests. 
In 2016, POINT began its work in Myay Latt by 
conducting a baseline survey designed to collect data 
on the village and village livelihoods, their current 
forest management system, how water resources were 
being managed and how non-timber forest products 
and traditional medicines were being used. POINT 
wanted to support the village so that it would get its 
forest area recognised by the government and, if 
possible, to implement a REDD+ (Reduction of 
Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation) 
project there. 
After collecting this basic data POINT organised 
awareness and capacity building workshops on 
REDD+ for local people, as well as on the use of GPS 
(Global Positioning System). Information was also 
provided on the objectives of the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
(UNDRIP), and the importance of a process that leads 
to free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) on 
environmental conservation, land rights and the 
implications of climate change. POINT then selected 
a few of the most active men and women and 
of indigenous communities to manage and protect 
their forest areas. In addition, the government is able 
to approve land concessions, large-scale development 
projects and various forms of public investment 
without the free, prior and informed consent of 
villagers, even if these interventions might have  
a negative effect on traditional occupations, 
livelihoods and the social roles of indigenous people. 
Even when a village has been granted community 
forest rights, there are policies like those relating to 
energy that can override these rights. A recent 
example of this has been the construction of a gas 
pipeline that crossed the Myay Latt’s community  
forest area: there was no question of compensation  
for the livelihood problems this caused. This lack of 
legal protection has created considerable insecurity 
and several households have moved from Myay Latt  
to other villages. 
Studying traditional practices
The Promotion of Indigenous Nature Together 
(POINT) is a local non-profit organisation, member of 
the Asian Indigenous Peoples Pact (AIPP). POINT’s 
objective is to ensure the recognition of indigenous 
people rights. It is also concerned with making 
national, regional and international organisations 
aware of the role indigenous communities can play in 
promoting the sustainable development of the natural 
environment in indigenous territories. To further its 
objectives POINT is working to establish a national 
indigenous people’s network. 
To deal with the problems caused by the progressive 
loss of indigenous knowledge, POINT decided to study 
POINT’s data shows that generations  
of indigenous people have been well 
aware of how their livelihoods depend 
on the forests and on forest products.
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facilitated their participation in national and 
international workshops to further develop their 
capacities to work for local rights
Best practices
Until the late 1990’s, shifting cultivation was the  
main model for agricultural production. However,  
the development of road networks and the national 
government’s ban on rotational agriculture led to 
drastic changes, and the development of orchards in 
an agroforestry mode that produce bananas, coffee, 
limes, lemons, damsons, guavas, oranges, mangos, 
jackfruit, Tanyin (a hardwood tree bearing a pungent 
smelling edible fruit) and cashews.
POINT identified the practices that indigenous people 
had developed to support their shifting cultivation 
activities and which had contributed to sustainable 
livelihoods and environmental conservation for 
centuries. These included, for example, that 
• forests alongside streams and mountain ridges 
should not be cleared;
• forested space should be kept between consecutive 
plots to help protect crops from fire and enabled the 
demarcation of plot boundaries so conflicts could be 
avoided; 
• when timber was cut on a plot, tree trunks should be 
left in the ground so there could be new growth and 
a source of firewood; 
• all villagers had the right to log timber from the forest 
for domestic use except from the community forest 
and the protected forest areas that surround villages;
• traditional and sustainable methods should be used 
in collecting non-timber forest products such as 
honey, orchids and bamboo;
• dry firewood from under in the forest can be 
collected because there is no electricity in the village 
but villagers must not cut down green trees; or that
• no one was allowed to cut large trees in forests, 
watershed areas or in forests surrounding villages 
and cultivated areas.
Good practices also extend to the collection of Non 
Timber Forest Products (NTFP). For example, most 
village women collect bamboo but they should not 
take all the bamboo in one go. They should only take 
one third of the bamboo shoot so it will be able to grow 
again next year. When orchids are taken from the 
forest and transplanted at home for income, the 
collectors should not cut down the trees where the 
orchids have been growing. Instead, they must climb 
the tree and then take the orchids home. As a result  
of these conservation practices, there are still dense 
forests around Myat Latt and neighbouring villages. 
After the baseline study had been completed, some  
of those involved in the community training sessions 
were asked to provide additional information on NTFP 
collection systems, forest management and governance 
and on traditional farming practices. During this 
documentation process, particular attention was given 
to how GPS and GIS (Geographical Information 
Systems) could be used to define boundaries. 
Subsequently, those involved in the training sessions 
were able to map the areas covered by community 
forestry, traditional forests, their villages as well as the 
location of water resources, orchards and what little 
remained of shifting cultivation.
Main achievements
The objectives of POINT’s project in Myay Latt  
had been to document practices that could further 
promote the sustainable development of the natural 
environment in indigenous territories. It was also 
concerned with the problems associated with ensuring 
the recognition of indigenous peoples’ rights. 
In this mountain area there were ten villages. 
POINT’s documentation process showed that  
Myay Latt’s community forest area provided the best 
example of conservation. This evidence inspired a 
neighbouring village to apply for a community forest 
area and adopt similar practices. If this request is 
accepted by the government, the community forest 
area near Myay Latt will cover some 1,000 acres.
POINT’s data shows that generations of indigenous 
people have been well aware of how their livelihoods 
depend on the forests and on forest products. Forests 
are an important source of food, traditional medicines, 
firewood and housing and agricultural materials. 
They are also important in maintaining water 
resources and preventing landslides. This awareness 
led to the development of the good practices now  
being documented by the POINT project. 
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Challenges
Myay Latt has a unique form of traditional land, forest 
and water resource management which has important 
implications for all conservation initiatives. However, 
they continue to face challenges generated by external 
development projects and government policies. An 
example that has already been referred to was their 
inability to prevent the gas pipeline company from 
laying pipes through their community forest, despite 
the fact that the village had been granted legal and 
secure tenure. The government’s failure to implement 
legislation and the lack of recognition of traditional 
forest and land management practices continues to be 
a challenge to promoting the livelihoods of indigenous 
communities and the maintenance of good forest 
conservation practices. 
Information collected from the people of Myay Latt 
made it clear that village people were actively involved 
in passing on their experiences to the next generation. 
They saw it as important that future generations 
recognise their identity as indigenous people and 
appreciate the importance of the natural resources in 
their daily lives and how these resources could be 
maintained in a sustainable way. It also became clear 
that more village women were taking up tree planting 
and making firebreaks, and that they were now able  
to take part in training and workshop sessions at local 
and national level. 
POINT was particularly concerned with ensuring 
that local communities are able to confront the 
government when proposed external development 
projects threaten their livelihoods. Enabling villagers 
to attend national workshops, conferences and 
meetings, as well as introducing them to how the 
higher levels of government work, was a process 
designed to help them understand the procedures  
to follow in situations where national policies or 
government-supported activities would have a  
clearly negative effect on their way of life. 
POINT was also able to document and consolidate  
the work of NGOs who had worked with local 
communities in this part of Myanmar, helping  
them with guidelines and procedures, and providing  
courses focusing on the best way to protect their land 
and resources. It also noted that there was a growing 
awareness amongst villagers of how the media  
and other stakeholders could help in making the 
government take account of their issues and concerns. 
The positive effect of this work can be seen in the 
following example. A few years ago, illegal loggers 
were cutting down the forests around Myay Latt, 
something they were able to do because there was a 
lack of forest law enforcement. The conflict between 
the illegal loggers and villagers grew until – with  
help of an NGO – villages were able to apply for 
community forestry rights, which meant that the 
government would now be responsible for controlling 
all logging activities. POINT noted that as a result of 
this intervention the community is now able to protect 
its forests, and the number of illegal loggers in the 
community forest areas has declined.
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